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=———SSOP- —————— 


On the Poet Thomjfon. 


OF THOMSON it is a general, and, I ‘believe, a juft opinion, 
that his mode of thinking and exprefling his’ thoughts has as much 
of originality as any Poet’s im any language. To the weight of ge- 
neral opinion, is added the fanétion of particular authority: it has. 
been allowed by the beft writer, and the faireft critic of his day—Dr. 
Johnfon. * The originality of every Poet muft however be limited : 
he has never rifen to eminence as a writer of poetry, who has not 
been, in fome meafure; a reader of it. Had not Virgil been the’ 
reader. of Homer and Theocritus, the world would probably have 
been without his Aneid or his Eclogues. The effects of his reading 
thefe authors are fufficiently vifible in his works. “They have been 
the models of his different ftyles, without preventing his having a 
juft claim to a limited degree of originahty. Homer is almoft the 
only bard to whom fuch an obfervation might not be extended. 
Shakefpeare, perhaps, the only one. Homer is exempt from this 





_* Dr, Jonnson’s right to thefe titles will be difputed by thofe who (in admiration 
of what is perhaps more admired as it is lefs underftood) find themfelves ‘aggrieved by 
the mention he has made of Gray’s poetry ; his criticifms on which are equally com- 
mendable for their juftice and their lenity. From Gray, few perfons will be much dif- 


pofed to deprecate any critical feverity, who recollect the unjuft farcafm with which he 
fpeaks of Shenftone’s Letters, 
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obfervation only becaufe we know of no Poets before him; unlefs 
from the inferiority of Hefiod in the order of excellence, we allow, 
what feems very probable, that he was: fuperior in the order of times: 

SomE writers difcover in their works an intimate knowledge of 
different authors, without a particular attachment to any one. Of 
this clafs is Milton, who has borrowed fo much from Homer, 
fE{chylus, Euripides and other Greek Poets, as to be under confi- 
derable obligations to them all, and yet not fo much as to have taken. 
any of them for a model. Milton appears to have had a voracious 
appetite for learning, with a bad digeftion; and there are who add, 
that with le/s learning he would have beén a better writer. But this is 
furely an hafty conclufion. He to whom Homer has imparted no 
{mall portion of his various perfeétions, cannot be truly faid to have 
been injured by. his learning ; no can ai variety of knowledge have 
deformed that page, which unites the fublimity of A{chylus with 
the perfpicuity, elegance, and fimplicity of the other Greek Tra~ 
goedians. 

Nor lefs apparent than the learning of Milton is the learning 
of Thomfon, though: it is certainly lefs various. Milton: declares 
himfelfa difciple of al, thofe matters, in whofe: commendation it has, 
been- a general, conteft with mankind, eubo fball be the foremof.— 
‘Thomfon, has been. the. follower of-ene:, ‘Fhe poems: of Milton were 
like, the canvas of that. painter, who. to form a, picture, fhould tranf-. 
pofe ene: approved feature from, various matters, of equal: excellence, 
~ but different ftyles , while, that of Thomfon would difcover through-. 
out.the whole; the ainand feature, and manner of only one. 

Iz hall be the, bufinefs,.of this.eflay. to prove, that the, ftyle of 
Virgil i is. that, whieh Thomfon. propofed to himfelf as the model of 
his own writing; and.that. his accurate knowledge of that author 
has given a: general arrangement to his thoughts, frequently fupplied 
bah with, phrafcalogy, and, fometimes, formed the ftructure of. his 


verfe. , 
"AFTER all the ‘dchiadlences are enumerated wherein Virgit 3 is. 


allowed to have ‘copied Homer, he has ftill excellencies enough of 
his own to fupport his claim: to originality, a claim which will be 
allowed long after the pages of Harduin and Heron are configned 
to oblivion. Unborrowed of any one is that benevolence of. {pirit 
which difplays: itfelf in every page of the /Eneid; that ferious and 
philofophical habit of thinking, which pervades: his Georgics ; that 
ee of verfification fo polifhed, that no one. before him could: 

x equal 
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equal it, and no one fince his time has been able-to excel it. To 
whom is he obliged for thefe?—It may perhaps be faid, that the 
epyuv xoer-huspor, being the origin of didactic poetry, Virgil is obliged to 
Hefiod for the plan of his Georgics ; and that'Thucydides and Lutre+ 
tius have furnifhed him with materials toward executing. fome 
part of his plan.:. Thefe demands:upon his originality, are fo tri- 
ding, that without enquiring into:their legality, they will be readily 
granted, 


No fmall credit.is due to the aa of him, who Sane “a 
proverbial morality of Hefied could extract the plan of the Georgics : 
and Thucydides and Lucretius have, 1 doubt not, obtained as much 
applaufe in having been ufeful to Virgil, as by their own intrinfic 
worth.—But I am to {peak of Thomfon, who has from Virgil (firft) 
the general arrangement of his thoughts.—I fhall, for brevity’s fake, 
‘fubjoin only one: paffage from each author, in which, without any 
particular imitation, or any accidental fimilarity of paffage, they 
appear to have kindred minds, and fimilar habits of thinking. 


¢ Fortunatus & ille Deos qui novit agreftes, “ 
** Panaque, Sylvanumq; fenem, Nymphafq; forores ! 

‘¢ Jllum non populi fafees, non purpura regum | 

“¢ Flexit, & infidos agitans difcordia fratres, 

“* Aut conjuratoe defcendens Dacus ab Iftro: . 

“* Non res Roman, perituraque regna: neque ille . 

<< Aut doluit miferans inopem, aut invidit habenti. 

“© Quos rami fruétus, quos ipfa volentia rura 

“* Sponte tulére fua, carpfit; nec ferrea jura, 

‘¢ Infanumque ferum, aut populi tabularia vidit.’”” - 


GeEoRG. ‘ite 1 +8: ’ 


In the following quotation from Thomfon, the fame vein of 
moral fentiment, and the fame arrangement of ideasis obfervable: 


“‘ Thrice happy he! who on the funlefs fide 

‘© Of a romantic mountain, foreft-crown’d, 

‘© Beneath a whole collected fhade reclines : 

“¢ Or in the gelid caverns, woodbine wrought, 

4¢ And frefh bedew’d with ever-fpouting ftreams, 
“© Sits coolly calm ; while all the world without, 
“€ Unfatisfied and fick, toffes at noon: 

‘© Eniblem inftructive of the virtuous Man, 

** Who Keeps his temper’d mind ferene and pure, 
“© And every paffion aptly harmoniz’d, 

** Amid a jarring world with vice inflam’d,” 


SUMMER, line 458. 


THE ornaments of poetry are, in many inftances, traditional and 
Reseennnys ; the fame apparel in which the Scamander, the Eridanus 
D 2 and 
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and the Po have -fhone; {till maintain their luftre, and may be 
given to the Thames, the Ifis, or the Cam. But it will then happen, 
that he who has feen the Scamander, will not think it neceflary to 
Jook at the Thames. It is the particular accomplifhment of Thom- 
fon to have rendered whatever he has borrowed of ornament, fo 
appofite, that it appears to have been made purely for his ufe, 
This cannot more ftrongly appear, than in fome of thofe paflages 
which are peculiarly borrowed from Virgil : 


* © populea moerens Philomela fub umbra 
* Amiflos queritur foetus, ques durus arator 
“¢ Obfervans nidg implumes detraxit: at ila 
© Flet noétem, ramoque fedens miferabile carmen 
« Integrat, & meeftis laté loca queftibus implet.” 


. Tuts beeutifil fimile, which occurs in the 4th Georgic, cannat 
be, perhaps, in elegance and funplicity any where parallelled, except 
in, the paige to which 4 it has given rife in Thomfon : 


ss But 
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t. 


<¢ Beneath ‘the poplac fhade, difconfelate, 

“© The long night through laments the nightingale 

“° Her infant’ fongfters loft, which fome rude hind, 

“ Unifiedg'd, reludtaat, from their neft hath torn. 
é “© She-from the bough her mournful tale renews, 
ss “* And full her penfive plainings fill the grove.” 


Tr HIS tranflation I tranferibe from the page of a friend, who adds, that this fimile 
ppeare: to ‘have been.a peculiarly favourite one with Poets in all ages, and thar, in this 
cafe, it might have been fuggefted to Virgil by a pailage in his great prototype, Homer, 


Odyftey, Lib. Fg. ve 518: 


Lx Mofchus too, Megera, the wife of Hercyles, lamenting over her children, which 
her hufband had flain in her fight, is compared to a bird that fees the fnake devouring 
her young, unable to render them any afliftance, ‘This confiderably heightens their dif- 
trefs, Virgil makes Philomel, grieve at the hard fate of her young, bu docs not reprefent 
her as having been an eye-witnefs of it; and in Thomfon’s defcription, the mifchief is 
committed in the abfence of the mother, who.is.gone in feareh of food. -Mofchus would 


have increafed the pathos of his image, had he fpecified fome particular bird—the general 
term épns is lefs — 


66 “Os dé + odupsras opus emi eperéposcs veorcors 
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« But let not chief the ee opr —_ 

‘* Her ruin’d -cate,, too':delicately fram 

“* To brook the: harfh: confinement of: sh cages 
“¢ Oft when, returning. with her loadech bill, 

“° Th’ aftonifh’d mother finds a vacant neff; 

“© By the hard hand of: unrelenting clowns 





“ The parent bird thus mourns her offspring flain, 
* Whom yet in dumb and helplefs infancy, 


“<¢ *Mid thickets deep, the fell fnake hath devour’d, 


<¢ And hov’ring ftill around her dear ones dead, 


In thrilling fcreams aloft her grief the vents ; 


¢ But fcreams are all fhe can; help is not hers 
“* To give, the felf-fame mifchief threatens her.” 


In Claudian occurs thé fimile, with thé fame imperfeftion as the one here com~ 
plained of, no particular bird being mentioned.—Ceres, the mother of Proferpine, on re- 
turning to Sicily, and perceiving that Pluto had carried away her daughter, is compared to 
a bird bereft of her young.: 


© fic aftuat ales” 


- Que teneros humili foetus commiferit orno 
~ Allatura cibos ; & plutima cogitat abfens, 
‘ Ne fragilem ventus difcufferit arbore nidum ; 


“ Ne furcam pateant homini, neu preda colubris.”” 
. Pia yes Lib. iiiz 1. 143, 


“s¢ ‘Thus pants. the mother-bird, 
“¢ Who on an afh her tender young had lodg’d, 
“* Wand’ring in queft of food—thought, bufy thought, - 
** With fears of every fhape makes abfence long ; 
“* Swept by a fingle ‘breeze, her flight-hung_neft ae 
* Faithlefs may fall, or tempt the tyrant man, ‘ 
“ Or the quick vengeance of the deathful fnake.” 


cal 


Hor ACE has remarked the hoftility between birds and fnakes, and the confequent 
folicitude’of the fémale-bird, during, Ker abferice-from her young, 


“© Ut affidens implumibus :pullis avis 


“¢ Serpentium allapfus timet 
*© Magis relictis; non -ut adfit, auxili 
«« Latura plus prefentibys.”’ 
Epon. i. line 19. 


A sPECIMEN Of fimilar fimplicity may be produced from an obfcure though excel- 


lent Poet: 


“ So when the Jarke, poore birde, afarre. efpi’th 

“* Her yet unfeather’d children (whom to fave 

‘* She ftrives in vaine) flaine by the fatall fithe, 

** Which from the meadowe her greene locks doeth fhave, 
That their warm neft is now become their grave, 

*¢ ‘The woful mother up to heaven fprings, 

** And all about her plaintive notes fhe flings, 

** And their untimely fate moft pitifully fings.” 


Curist’s Trrumpn, by G, Fietcuer, Ed. 1670, p. 66. 
Robb’ d, 


ac 
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‘© Robb’d, to the ground the vain provifion falls 
‘* Her pinions ruffle, and low-drooping fearce 

‘¢ Cans bear:the mourner to the poplar jhade 

‘© Where all-abandon'd to defpair, foe fings 

“ Her Sorrows through the night, and on the bough 
* Sole-fitting, fill at ev'ry dying fall 

“< Takes up again her lamentable ftrain 

‘© Of winding woe; till, wide around, the woods 
“© Sigh to her fong, and with her wail refound.” 





[ This Effay on Thomfon will be continued in the next Number, ] 
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